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     This research delves into unemployed people’s perceptions of their employability competences.  To this end, a 
qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured interviews with twenty-six unemployed people in Bilbao, 
Spain.  Based on the interpretation of information from an educational perspective, interventions in the field of 
vocational guidance and continuing education were considered. The issue of perceived employability is understood 
as the self-perception of a set of competences, skills and social resources to gain or maintain employment.  This 
group’s perceptions of their competences mainly include individual, instrumental and systemic competences.   
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Main text 
Introduction 
     The concept of “employability” is present in documents of different national and international bodies.  
Depending on the definition that is adopted, we will also address the different dimensions and indicators of this 
phenomenon.  
     Lee Harvey (1999) defines employability as “the propensity of graduates to exhibit attributes that employers 
anticipate will be needed for the effective future operation of their business organisation” (Rodriguez Cuba,  
2009: 5). 
     The definition provided by the Dutch De Grip, Loo and Sanders is also focused on graduates’ attributes: 
“Employability refers to the capacity and willingness of workers to remain attractive for the labour market (supply 
factors), by reacting and anticipating on changes in tasks and work environment (demand factors), facilitated by the 
human resource development instruments offered to them (institutions)” (De Grip, Loo and Sanders, 2004: 249).   
     What both definitions have in common is that they establish the fact that individuals want to work or, to put it in 
another way, that they have personal skills to be employed as a necessary condition for their potential employability.    
There are also other definitions that are linked to categories that are more closely related to vocational training and 
contemporary educational theory.  In this regard, in 2004 the International Labour Organisation adopted the 
Recommendation 195 on Human Resources development. In it, employability is defined as “the transferable skills 
and qualifications that enhance individuals’ ability to seize opportunities in education and training that are presented 
in order to find and secure a decent job, progress within the company, or change jobs and adapt to changing 
technology and labour market conditions” (International Labour Organisation-ILO-2004:2).   
     Within this framework, employability depends, therefore, on the skills and competences of job seekers as well as 
on the actual market demand.  
     Thus, based on the abovementioned contributions, the concept of employability requires focusing on four main 
dimensions:  the dimension relating to the skills and competences that make an individual potentially employable, 
that focused on the motivation to find a job, the one related to social, economic and cultural determining factors, and 
the last dimension comprising the diverse effects (work-related, personal, economic, health-related and 
unemployment effects).   
     We recover the concept of competence as one of the dimensions of employability and the definition given by 
Yániz and Villardón (2006:23), who define it as “the body of knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to perform a 
given occupation and the capacity to mobilise and apply these resources in a given environment to produce a 
defined result”.    
     Marelli (1999) notes that labour competition is a measurable capacity needed to perform work effectively, i.e., to 
produce the results desired by the organisation.  It is comprised of knowledge, skills, abilities and attitudes that 
employees must demonstrate so that the organisation can achieve its goals and objectives.  To adjust employability, 
individuals must also have certain social and/or cultural attributes that qualify them better for their working life.  
This group or subset is known as generic or employability competences, which “are those related to a behaviour 
associated with a common development shared by most professions and industries” (Freire, Teijeiro and Pais, 
2011:3). They are a “set of essential skills to learn and perform effectively in the workplace, including 
communication, interpersonal, and problem-solving skills, organisational and process management skills, and 
management of one’s own knowledge according to the requirements of the job.” (Fernández, 2007: 43).   
     These can be characterised as generic competences (not related to a specific profession), transverse competences 
(necessary in all kinds of jobs), transferable (they are acquired through systematic teaching and learning processes), 
generative (they allow a continuous development of new skills) and measurable competences (acquisition and 
performance can be evaluated rigorously”. (Brunner 1999). Their present importance is based on the new work 
scenarios such as high labour mobility, increased skills requirement, a high demand for self-employment, and the 
new ways of recruitment and working.  
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     Rodríguez Cuba (2009) conducted a study on the employability of young people aged between 17 and 23 years, 
belonging to low-income social groups, who studied the same field (computer science), and were from three 
Institutes of Higher Technological Education in Peru, Spain and Venezuela.  
     The most employable young people always had high-level skills and competences, which explicitly included a 
set of core competences (reading and writing skills, verbal and mathematical reasoning) and work-related 
competences such as communication and teamwork skills, which always include responsibility and integrity. 
     Psychology emphasises the study of employability, the subjective approach, focused on the analysis of 
perceptions on the ability to find a job depending on the personal resources and the labour market characteristics. 
(Gamboa, Gracia, Ripoll and Peiró, 2007) 
     From this analysis, Silla, De Cuyper, Gracia, Peiró and De Witte (2009) highlight that perceptions directly 
influence individuals’ emotions and behaviours, and that people react to situations based on the cognitive evaluation 
they perform, and finally, that the objective indicators do not adequately predict employment processes.   Tabernero, 
Briones and Arenas (2012) argue that it is the perception of employability which determines how the individual 
feels and reacts to the circumstances around him/her.  This makes the individual feel more flexible to the possible 
threats of that context, and this will determine well-being.   
     Gamboa et al. (2007) define perceived employability as “the individual’s perception of the opportunities he/she 
has to find a job of his/her choice, or to improve the one he/she has, given that these opportunities will depend on 
his/her characteristics and behaviours, as well as on the contextual factors around him/her” (Hernández-Fernaud, 
Ramos-Sapena, Ruiz de la Rosa, Negrín and Hernández 2011: 132). These authors have studied employability and 
job satisfaction, finding positive relationships between perceived employability and job search as the main features 
of employability, which possibly increase the opportunities to find and keep a job according to one’s own 
preferences, as well as individuals’ job satisfaction with different aspects of their work.  
     The review of studies made so far on employability mainly brings us closer to the university sector.  It was in the 
first decade of the 21st century that most of them appeared.  
     While it is true that university education is recognised as a value in itself, the need for training that facilitates the 
progressive incorporation into the labour market can be increasingly felt.  In fact, many times it has been argued that 
universities are strengthening those student skills that do not meet those demanded by organisations (Amat y Puig, 
1999; Mir, Rosell y Serrat, 2003; García y Mora, 2004). 
     Freire et.al. (2011) also conducted research on the generic competences that are most valued by graduates from 
the University of La Coruña and the employers in the same province, concluding that most research works 
highlighted competences such as communication, leadership, customer focus, understanding and emotional 
sensitivity as the most valued competences for work performance. A study carried out by Rodriguez Espinar, 
Prades, Bernáldez and Sánchez (2010) using a sample of graduates of the years 2001 and 2004 from state 
universities in Catalonia, revealed the lack of training in relation to the performance of their work-related tasks.  
Furthermore, it also showed some interesting findings on the most valued competences by these graduates 
depending on the subject area.  In the area of Humanities, the three most valued competences were writing, critical 
thinking and documentation; in the area of Social Sciences, however, the most highly-valued competences were 
teamwork, problem-solving and decision-making; these three competences also ranked high in the areas of 
Experimental Sciences, Health Sciences and in the Technical and Social areas.  
     Riveira (2004) conducted a similar study with final year students from the School of Industrial Engineers in 
Madrid.  Based on self-assessment and peer assessment, the study revealed that the best ranked employability 
factors were the desire to learn and the eagerness for improvement, factors that determine their future adaptation to 
the increasing and changing demands of their jobs.   
     In a recent study (Hernández-Fernaud et al. 2011) conducted with a sample of 462 final year students or recent 
graduates (aged between 19 and 30 years), the perceived employability, understood as the perception of a set of 
competences, skills and social resources to find or keep a job, and their relationship with job search self-efficacy, 
showed significant correlations between both aspects.  
     The competences that seem to facilitate labour market insertion are autonomy, adaptation to new demands, the 
capacity for teamwork, motivation and the capacity for lifelong learning.   
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     The results of the different studies on employability reveal that today’s labour market demands not only highly 
competent professionals but also their ability to adapt to the rapid changes that occur.  Special emphasis is often 




Purpose of the Study 
     A qualitative study was carried out, which mainly sought to know and identify the key employability 
competences that a group of unemployed people seeking work had. 
 
 Research Methods 
      The instrument used is a semi-structured in-depth interview with a script that is determined by the following 
aspects to be examined: socio-cultural factors, personal pro-employment initiatives, employability competences, 
effects of unemployment, future prospects.  
     Participants were contacted through training centres for unemployed people and the “snowball” procedure.  The 
interview was conducted in person and lasted about an hour.  Each person voluntarily agreed to participate and 
signed a consent form, once informed about the objectives and characteristics of the research work.  
     All interviews were recorded, with the interviewees’ prior consent, and transcribed for subsequent data analysis.  
A number of a priori content categories have been established for each question.  This categorisation has been 
flexible and, therefore, some categories have been modified and others have been added according to the received 
responses.  
     This qualitative analysis of individuals’ self-awareness of their employability skills registered in their different 
discourses and representations revealed what they felt to be important and significant to them.  
Sample 
      With regard to the sample of participants, a segmentation of unemployed people was carried out based on three 
main criteria:  -Age: three categories <30 years (transition from initial training to their first job or jobs), >30<45 
years (previous work experience and full working life) and >45 years (previous work experience and end of working 
life). Education: three categories (primary, secondary and university education) 
- Gender:  The representations, images and roles associated with employment, or the feelings that its loss may 
produce, do not seem to be the same depending on the gender, at least in older generations (Buendía, 2010). 
With this a priori classification, in order to create a sample as diverse as possible but with the constant of being in an 







                                                                       Table 1: Age of participants 
                                                             
  
 
                
                                                        Table 2: Participants’ education                             
Findings 
 
     A research study of the perceived employability was conducted based on respondents’ self-awareness of their 
employability competences. These competences, which were perceived as attributes that contribute to employability, 
were classified into instrumental, interpersonal and systemic competences (TUNIG, 2003). 
VARIABLE CATEGORY MEN WOMEN 
 < 30 years    5      3 
> 30< 45 years    6      4 Age 
>45 years    5      3 
    Total  16     10 
  MEN WOMEN 
Primary 4 0 
Secondary 5 3 
Education 
University 7 7 
Total 16 10 
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     With regard to instrumental competences, participants recognised those pertaining to second language learning, 
as they studied Basque and English, while the other group stated that they could speak English and French.  Another 
group of responses within this group referred to efficiency and resolution:  
     “I am a determined person” (interview 04). “You find small difficulties in the practice, and it is then when you 
have to try to solve them without bothering the person above you” (interview 05). “I can work under pressure” 
(interview 25).  
In the category of interpersonal competences, eighteen responses viewed interpersonal relationships in terms of a 
friendly attitude towards the others, collaboration and teamwork.   
     “Dealing with people” (interview 02). “I am a good colleague” (interview 06). “I like working in a team”.  
(interview 07). “Being able to work in a team, listening to others, giving and receiving”. (interview 14) 
“Willingness to work as a team” (interview 12). 
     Other responses referred to values and attitudes, particularly with regards to responsibility, effort and strength of 
spirit.  There were twelve responses in this category.  
     “I am a responsible, hardworking and perfectionist person” (interview 07). “Hardworking, punctual, 
responsible, don’t lie” (interview 16). “With capacity for work” (interview 04).  
  In this group, there were responses such as the willingness to learn:  
     “Willingness to learn continuously while I am working or being trained to make my work more effective” 
(interview 12). “Keep learning” (interview 14). “Willingness to learn and see new things” (interview 09).  
Vocational training has been valued as an aspect or element that helps to find a job.  It should be noted that, at the 
time of the interview, eighteen participants were doing training and retraining courses offered by state bodies.  
Professional experience and social networks have also been viewed favourably to find employment.  
      “I am quite well-trained” (interview 16) “If networking works to find a job or do favours” (interview 11). “The 
contacts that you may have” (interview 12). “My academic background is quite good” (interview 16). “Training 
gives me more abilities, it is more versatile” (interview 17). “Being trained is really important” (interview 21). “I 
have experience” (interview 25).  
      The most valued characteristics to find employment are related to interpersonal skills, capacity for teamwork, 
dealing with people, responsibility, effort and willingness to learn.  Education, the level of training and experience 
are important factors to enter the labour market.    
 
Conclusions 
      A detailed review of the research literature shows a set of competences that enhance individuals’ opportunities to 
find a job. These core skills or competences are becoming increasingly necessary in a changing society where 
demands are being constantly reformulated.  Receiving training and learning to live in the knowledge society 
involve the need for ongoing competence development.  
     The knowledge society is a learning society and this idea places education in a broader context:  “the continuous 
learning process, where each person needs to manage knowledge, update it, select what is appropriate for a given 
context, continually learn and understand what they have learnt to adapt to new situations” (Fernández, 2007: 48).     
The rapid progress of science and technology is speeding up the need for the acquisition of skills that are required to 
learn how to think independently and analyse information.  Learning to learn, learning to transform information into 
new knowledge and other applications are key skills that must be acquired, and that require more complex 
competences such as implementation, decision-making and problem-solving skills, and the capacity to learn.  
     The participants in this study showed and recognised the importance of these skills and competences as resources 
to enter the labour market and respond to demands, while at the same time supporting this employability with 
continuous training.   
      It should be highlighted that continuing training is geared towards the development of professional competences, 
as they provide more job security, help to maintain the job, increase employability, and promote institutional, social 
and professional teamwork integration. They also enhance personal, professional and social self-esteem and foster 
competence recognition processes (Tejada and Fernández, 2012).   
     A noteworthy aspect is the fact that participants in this study did not mention instrumental competences related to 
new technologies even if, in fact, they use them in their job search.  The second language is incorporated into the 
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training programme of some participants in this study.  A large number of responses referred to interpersonal 
competences and those relating to personality features, such as cooperation, communication, and teamwork.   
     Based on the European Commission report, which forecasts a reduction in the number of low-qualified jobs in 
2020, and an increase in the demand of medium and highly qualified jobs, a number of strategies are set up (Pérez 
Ruiz, 2011). These include the following:  
     a) education and training must meet market demands in terms of specific competences and key transversal 
competences such as: digital competence, the adequate management of information and communication in different 
languages, or the capacity for teamwork; 
     b) a greater collaboration between the working and educational world, taking professional competences as a 
collaborative liaison.   
     c) staff recruitment processes must take into account individuals’ skills and not only focus on formal 
qualifications.  
     It is important to continue doing research and working on competences, as they are important factors of 
employability.  The intervention programmes based on career guidance and the opportunities for lifelong learning 
facilitate job placements through knowledge and the personal development of those taking part in them.  
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